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The Social Psychology of Masking
Among Undergraduates in a
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ABSTRACT The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in mask mandates on college campuses across
the United States, and the reasons for disagreement with them by students in conservative
regions are unknown. This study sought to explain the affective, behavioral, and cognitive
(ABC) components of college students’ attitudes toward wearing a mask in the classroom
according to the ABCmodel of attitude formation. Participants (N = 40) responded to eight
open-ended, anonymous written interview prompts, which were coded and themed accord-
ing to the grounded theory of qualitative research. Results indicated that cognitions about
masking in general were varied, even among students in a predominantly conservative
region. Participant cognitions about wearing amask in the classroom ranged from the desire
to protect self and others to discomfort and annoyance. Participants frequently reported
experiences of negative affectwhilewearing amask in the classroom,with perceived isolation
reported as themost frequent issue related to negative affect. Participants frequently reported
less classroom participation because of the mandate to wear a mask in the classroom, but
they also frequently reported that they complied despite the cognitive and affective problems
due to their desire to obey, social responsibility, and values regarding the care of others.

Examinations of political affiliation and masking
practices have revealed that political conservatism
is negatively associated with pandemic safety pro-
tocols (Camobreco and He 2022), such as favorable
attitudes about wearing a mask (Greene et al. 2022;

Young et al. 2022). However, colleges and universities across the
political spectrum enforced mask mandates in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic. The attitudes of undergraduate students in a
predominantly conservative region regarding wearing a mask in
the classroom are unknown.

THE CURRENT STUDY

The purpose of this study was to describe the affective, behavioral,
and cognitive (ABC) components of undergraduate students in a
predominantly conservative region (Eagly andChaiken 1993, 1998;
Fazio and Olson 2003) about wearing a mask in the university
classroom. The ABC model is a social psychological model that

addresses attitude formation by analyzing the relationships
among feelings, actions, and thoughts on any topic. Previous
research on attitudes about COVID-19 safety protocols also have
used the ABC model (Mathur 2021).

DATA COLLECTION METHODS

Participants were recruited by a convenience sample in four
undergraduate psychology courses within a private, religious-
affiliated university in a predominantly conservative region of
the United States. Recruitment and interviews took place during
the 2022 Fall semester. Participants read an implied-consent form
and voluntarily responded to eight written interview questions.
They did not receive any compensation. Because of the extent of
anonymity involved in data collection, exact demographic infor-
mation of the sample was unknown. However, all participants
were traditional undergraduate students from a variety of majors,
as reported by the professor of the courses.

Forty participants responded to the following eight anony-
mous, open-ended written prompts regarding their attitude about
wearing a mask during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic:
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• Describe your feelings about wearing a mask.
• In what situations, if any, did you wear a mask even though you
thought you didn’t want to during the COVID-19 pandemic?

• Describe how you felt about wearing a mask to class during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

• What impact did masking in the classroom have on your mood?
• What impact did masking in the classroom have on your
classroom participation?

• Describe your reasons for wearing a mask to class during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

• Did you ever challenge the mandate or instruction to wear a
mask in class, and why or why not?

• If you did challenge the maskmandate, how did you challenge it?

DATA ANALYSIS METHODS

While teaching courses during the pandemic, I noted affective and
behavioral changes of students. Grounded theory is well suited for
comparing previous knowledge with new responses (Strauss
1987). I sorted the responses by question and used a grounded-
theory approach to data analysis. Using the participants’ own
words, I derived initial categories (Strauss 1987 and then con-
ducted focused coding because certain responses were noted
frequently (Glaser and Holton 2004). The next step was a constant
comparison among categories that emerged in prior coding steps
for the final themes to emerge. Throughout the coding process, I
took notes to make connections between emerging themes and
concepts in psychological literature (Corbin and Strauss 1990).
Another professional researcher and a master’s-level research
assistant also independently coded the data, which yielded a
94% intercoder reliability. The two additional coders approved
the written results, which included the themes initially agreed to
by all three coders.

RESULTS

This article presents results by themes that emerged during the
data analysis. Participants offered various responses about wear-
ing a mask in general. Favorable responses cited the desire for the
perceived or real safety of others and the comfort of self and others.
Unfavorable responses cited personal discomfort, annoyance, and
the politicalization of wearing a mask. An additional subset of
participants reported a combination of these responses, including
this statement from a participant: “Though wearing a mask is not
the most physically comfortable thing and could be annoying at
times to remember, I did not mind wearing it if it meant contrib-
uting to the safety and peace of mind of others.”

The classroom was the most commonly reported place where
participants wore a mask even though they did not want to do
so. Other settings that were commonly reported as places that
participants wore a mask against their will were work, church,
and during family and social activities. According to Eagly and
Chaiken (1993, 1998), attitudes involve cognition, emotions, and
sometimes behaviors. Considering the frequency of responses
citing school as an undesirable place to wear amask, the questions

that followed naturally elicited responses regarding their attitudes
as students recounted their experiences of wearing a mask to class
during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Affect

Eight participants reported that wearing a mask had no impact on
their mood in class; one participant reported a fine mood when
wearing a mask in class, and one participant reported that it was
nice to have anonymity while also reporting that they felt isolated.
Twenty-nine participants reported a negative mood while wearing
a mask in class. The most commonly reported negative mood
states reported were isolation and loneliness. As two participants
reported: “It [wearing a mask in class] made me feel like people

couldn’t see me” and “[I] felt as if I couldn’t connect with people
and it made me lonely.” Feelings of isolation were followed by
anxiety, stress, and tension; anger and irritability; sadness; and
frustration. One participant who expounded on their sadness
stated: “It [wearing a mask in class] made me sad because I could
not see people smile.”

Behavior

Behaviors reported in this study included details of class partici-
pation and behaviors that conveyed compliance or noncompliance
with the mask mandate.

Class Participation
No participants reported that they participated more while wear-
ing a mask in class, and 22 participants reported that their
classroom participation was unaffected. Responses such as “None
[change in participation]—I rarely participate in class because I’m
shy” and “I’m pretty talkative, so not a lot [of change in
participation]” indicate that participants with dispositional traits
that make them more or less likely to participate may not be as
impacted by changes such as wearing a mask in class. One
participant reported minimal impact but did not elaborate on
whether that impact wasmore or less participation; 17 participants
reported less participation. Participants who expounded on the
decrease in participation cited difficulty talking through the mask
as a reason: “It decreased my participation because I did not want
to have to repeat myself when people couldn’t hear my already
quiet voice.”

Compliance
Thirty-two participants reported that they never challenged the
mask mandate despite the prevalence of negative cognitions and
emotions regarding wearing a mask in the classroom. Only eight
participants reported that they challenged the mask mandate in
the classroom because of their disagreement with it, and only one
of those participants reported direct refusal. Methods of challeng-
ing but not directly refusing the mask mandate included politely
asking the teacher if they could take off themask and intentionally
pulling the mask down while talking or when they felt distanced

As two participants reported: “It [wearing a mask in class] made me feel like people
couldn’t see me” and “[I] felt as if I couldn’t connect with people and it made me lonely.”
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from others. An evasive practice also was noted by one dissenter
who reported: “I would constantly take sips of water to be able to
pull down my mask, and I’d leave it down until someone said
something.”

Twenty-five students reported that they wore a mask in class
during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic because it was a
requirement for attending school. Six additional participants cited
obedience and honor of authority among their reasons for wearing
a mask in the classroom. Nine other participants reported that
they wore a mask in class to respect what would make others’
comfortable, for their own health, or for the health of others. Two

notable responses included “I wanted to do the right thing—obey,
and keep others safe if I was sick” and “My philosophy is that
masking did prevent the spread of germs to others and it was an
easy way to show respect and concern for others’ well-being.”
Social responsibility was a recurring reason among dissenters for
wearing a mask in the classroom who conformed anyway, as one
participant reported: “I felt uncomfortable, hot, sweaty, and itchy.
It was often difficult to breathe, and I felt like I was looked at weird
if I didn’t wear a mask. I still wore one in close quarters because I
felt a social responsibility to wear one.”

Cognition

Two participants of 40 reported favorable thoughts about wearing
a mask in class, stating that they were wearing it in other places as
well or that they have vulnerable family members to protect.
Twenty-two participants reported unfavorable thoughts related
towearing amask in class, and 16 participants responded neutrally
or with both a favorable and an unfavorable statement. Unfavor-
able cognitions about mask wearing fit into three themes: diffi-
culty understanding teachers and peers, difficulty understanding
emotions of others due to lack of nonverbal cues, and personal
physical or emotional discomfort.

DISCUSSION

Considering that the objection to mask wearing is associated with
conservatism (Greene et al. 2022; Young et al. 2022), examining
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors about wearing a mask in the

classroom revealed important views of undergraduate students in
a predominantly conservative region. This study revealed that
general perceptions about masking vary, but many participants
did not want to wear a mask in the classroom. Objections fit into
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral categories. These issues

included physical discomfort and annoyance, perceived social iso-
lation (PSI), a decrease in participation, and conflicted compliance.

Negative affect was reported frequently by the participants as
they recounted their experience of wearing a mask in the class-
room. Negative affect was previously associated with mask wear-
ing, especially for college students who wear them often instead of
always. This indicates that those who wore a mask in all public
spaces as a personal choice likely experienced less negative affect
than those who wear a mask only when required (e.g., in the
classroom) (Wang et al. 2020). Participants who discussed their
negative affect frequently reported PSI in the classroom. PSI is

associated with hypervigilance, whichmay account for the feelings
of anxiety, stress, and anger reported by some participants. PSI
also is known to be associated with sadness (Layden et al. 2017).

Participants frequently reported less participation when wear-
ing a mask in the classroom. Some reports involved difficulty
hearing professors speaking through a mask and difficulty in
providing responses loud enough to be heard through their own
mask, which supports accounts from previous research (Ribeiro
et al. 2020). However, an unidentified mediator of the impact of
wearing a mask on classroom participation may be PSI. In addi-
tion to associations with negative affect, PSI is associated with
neurological changes that negatively impact executive functions in
emerging adults, such as alertness, encoding, and sustained atten-
tion to tasks (Layden et al. 2017). Future research could focus on
measuring variables associated with isolation and executive func-
tion while wearing a mask in the classroom.

Nevertheless, the majority of participants reported that they
wore a mask in the classroom because it was required and they did
not challenge the mandate. This finding highlights two important
ideas in social psychology. First, the cognitive and affective com-
ponents of attitudes, such as those regardingwearing amask in the
classroom, are poor predictors of behavior (Wicker 1971). This was
noted in the overall reporting of compliancewith the campusmask
mandate despite cognitive objections and negative affect. Second,
social influence (Hewlin 2009) and obedience (Burger 2009) were
motivators for compliance with health protocols during COVID-
19, especially for individuals who are religious (Suryani and

Siregar 2021). Considering that the university from which the
sample was recruited is not only conservative but also religiously
affiliated, it is not surprising that one participant reported that
theywore amask evenwhen they did not want to because “It was a
way to love my neighbor,” a tenet of the Christian faith.

An evasive practice also was noted by one dissenter who reported: “I would constantly take
sips of water to be able to pull down my mask, and I’d leave it down until someone said
something.”

Considering that the university from which the sample was recruited is not only
conservative but also religiously affiliated, it is not surprising that one participant reported
that they wore a mask even when they did not want to because “It was a way to love my
neighbor,” a tenet of the Christian faith.
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LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Limitations of the study involved a convenience sample of partic-
ipants from undergraduate psychology courses, although they
represented a variety of university majors. Additionally, written
interviews may have elicited less thorough responses than oral
interviews or focus groups.

Wearing a mask in the classroom was mandated for various
lengths of time during the COVID-19 pandemic, and perceptions
about wearing amask are likely to be unfavorable at universities in
predominantly conservative regions (Hunt et al. 2022; Young et al.
2022). Student safety is likely more of a motivating factor than
politicalization of mask mandates at these and other universities.
However, PSI is a concern for educators because of its associations
with negative affect and executive control (Layden et al. 2017),
which may impede learning and participation in the university
classroom. Moreover, whereas conservatives may cite personal
freedom as an argument against wearing a mask, this study
acknowledges the dissention-mitigating factors of concern for
others, social responsibility, and personal and religious values
that motivated undergraduates in a predominantly conservative
region to comply with health protocols. Universities in conserva-
tive regions can increase compliance with wearing a mask and
vaccinating by displaying public service announcements from
conservative leaders or from leaders who are perceived to share
similar values as college students in conservative regions (Hunt
et al. 2022; Pink et al. 2021).
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